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POETRY: A Magazine of Verse 

flash of inspiration disturbed his placidity, but gradually the 
light went out, until, in his tone-imparting old age, he could 
not even see that he was sitting in darkness. 

Let us be careful whom we honor with monuments. 
Build one to Poe, who was true to his art whether drunk or 
sober; to Whitman, who never sold out even to pay his 
debts; to Whistler, whom neither wrath nor ridicule could 
swerve from his purpose; to any starveling who keeps faith 
with the muse and scorns a respectable old age: but not to 
the deserter, the wearer of ribbons, the tone-imparter. 

H.M. 



PAUL CLAUDEL 

Paul Claudel is a difficult author who has written three 
or four books that are easy to read ; and yet, although these 
are less arduous of approach than the rest of his work, prop- 
erly to understand them, as with the other books, requires 
calm, leisure, and meditation. Georges Duhiamel, I think, in 
order to write his essay in the M.ercure< de France, retired 
into the country, so that he might be alone with his author, 
and undisturbed. Jacques Riviere's two studies in Htudes 
bear all the marks of a lonely meditation ; and after this state- 
ment at the end of the first : 

Et maintenant il faut recourir au silence, il faut tout oblier 
de cette analyse simplement destinee a faciliter la lecture. Voici 
que dans le secret l'oeuvre de Claudel se reforme, se rassemble, 
se condense, et nous apparait soudain dans sa terrible beaute: 
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he finishes with a prayer, to such a point of spiritual freedom 
had his study brought him. 

If there are two things that are super-eminent in the 
work of Claudel they are: imagination and religion; the 
imagination being of that kind which sets up innumerable 
bridges of metaphor between man and the sensible universe ; 
the religion, Catholic in form, but, combined with the imag- 
ination, infinite in. its extensions. If you conceive a man pro- 
foundly devoted to the Catholic Church, whose mind is like 
a torch moving in the metaphysic darkness of the world, 
whose five senses are ever alert and quick in their responses 
to the radiations that impinge upon them, whose memory is an 
infallible storehouse of rich sensation, you have some idea of 
a poet who is only obscure when his conceptions are greater 
than human expression, and who is bright with the clarity 
of fresh and pristine emotions, when he is rendering what you 
and I might also see and, perhaps, feel. Taking this passage, 
for instance, from Le Cocotier, in Connaissance de I'Est: 

La nuit, revenant le long de la plage, battu avec une ecume 
formidable par la masse tonitruante de ce leonin Ocean Indien 
que la mousson du sud-ouest pousse en avant, comme je suivais 
cette rive jonchee de palmes pareilles a des squelettes de barques 
et d'animaux, je voyais a ma gauche, marchant par cette foret 
vide sous un opaque plafond, comme d'enormes araignees grimper 
obliquement contre le ciel crepusculaire. Venus, telle qu'une lune 
toute trempee de plus purs rayons, faisait un grand reflet sur les 
eaux. Et un cocotier, se penchant sur la mer et l'etoile, comme 
un etre accable d'amour, faisait le geste d'approcher son coeur du 
feu celeste. 

Or this, again, from Le Promeneur, in the same book : 
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Aux heures vulgaires, nous nous servons des choses pour un 
usage, oubliant ceci de pur, qu'elles soient ; mais quand, apres un 
long travail, au travers des branches et des ronces, a Midi, 
penetrant historiquement au sein de la clairiere, je pose ma main 
sur la croupe brulante du lourd rocher, l'entree d' Alexandre a 
Jerusalem est comparable a l'enormite de ma constatation. 

You see that in the first passage you have a perfect image, 
complete in poetic detail ; but in the second you have this and 
something more: you have the sudden shock of a mind that 
has the faculty of absolute virgin experience, behind which, 
too, is knowledge of things worn and obliterated by use; so 
that, out of the torpor of the one state, and because of it, 
comes, because of that faculty of poetic readjustment and 
vision, the enormous sensation of the world seen for the first 
time. 

The bulk bf Claudel's work is dramatic in form. Four 
volumes of his Theatre have been published by the Mercure 
de France, and another by the Nouvelle Revue Francaise, 
two publishers who divide his other works as well. In addi- 
tion to this dramatic work there are: Cinq Grandes Odes 
suivies d'un Processional pour saluer le Steele nouveau; Deux 
Poemes d'Ete, containing La Cantate a Trois Voix and 
Protee drame satyrique; odes and hymns that have, so far, 
appeared only in reviews; translations from Poe, Chesterton 
and Coventry Patmore; and an Art Poetique, wherein 
Claudel treats of his conception, his representation, of life. 
Connaissance de I'Est, already mentioned, is a collection of 
short essays or poems in a prose of extraordinarily lucid 
imagery and of singular metaphorical richness, recording 

[202] 



Paul Claudel 

Claudel's impressions of the East, where he was for many 
years a French consul. 

This book could serve as an introduction to his work, to 
be followed by L'Otage, a drama of the French Revolution, 
though this is not stated; L'Echange, a play of which the 
scene is laid on the eastern shore of America; L'Annonce faite 
& Marie, mystere, which takes place in a Moyen Age de Con- 
vention, and which can be compared with its first version, 
La Jeune Fille Violaine. So far, no difficulty : the plays are 
clear with passages of great beauty, a verbal magnificence, and 
a poignancy of human drama in them ; in two, L'Otage and 
L'Annonce, such a sense of French traditions as reveals to 
men the principles they have been groping for : these two, the 
only plays immediately presentable on the stage. L'Annonce, 
indeed, was produced in Paris in December, 1912, and was 
received with great enthusiasm by those critics whose opinion 
matters eventually (and even by the others). Andre du 
Fresnois, the critic of La Revue Critique, a royalist organ 
(he has since disappeared, engulfed by the war), said of it 
that it "is wholly steeped in poetry, wholly animated by 
faith, but also wholly sustained by a just notion of the realities 
of the earth. It has sprung, incomparably fresh and young, 
from a secular tradition and from the very deeps of French 
Catholic consciousness. It is sublime and familiar, popular 
and mystical." L'Otage has been produced by the Theatre 
du Vieux Colombier. It is impossible to say more here of 
these plays, or-of La Ville, Tete-d'Or, and Le Repos du 
Septi&me Jour. These last, with the Odes, the Cantate and 
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the Art Poetique, will only be tackled by the earnest student. 
Much good is said of Partage de Midi, but it is unobtainable. 
Protee, in Deux Poemes d £te, is a delassement de poete, 
and very diverting. 

Claudel, in his dramas, owes much, perhaps, to Shake- 
speare and -.flCschylus ; for the form of his verse he is, appar- 
ently, indebtedly to Whitman. He has himself defined this 
form in the words given to Cceuvre {La Ville) : 

O mon fils ! lorsque j'etais un poete entre les hommes, 

J'inventais ce vers qui n' avait ni rime ni metre, 

Et je le definissais dans le secret de mon coeur cette fonction 

double et reciproque 
Par laquelle l'homme absorbe la vie, et restitue dans l'acte 

supreme de l'expiration 
Une parole intelligible. 

And again in the Odes: 

O mon ame impatiente, pareille a l'aigle sans art! comment 

ferions-nous pour ajuster aucun vers? a l'aigle qui 

ne sait pas faire son nid meme? 
Que mon vers ne soit rien d'esclave! mais tel que l'aigle marin 

qui s'est jete sur un grand poisson. 
Et Ton ne voit rien qu'un eclatant tourbillon d'ailes et l'eclabous- 

sement de l'ecume! 
Mais vous ne m'abandonnerez point, O Muses moderatrices. 

In the Art Poetique, he has also said that his art is based 
on 

la metaphore, le mot nouveau, l'operation qui resulte de la seule 
existence conjointe et simultanee de deux choses differentes. 

And the whole of his work is upheld by the intensity of his 
visual imagination constantly creating new metaphors that 
have the power of primitive sensations. F. S. Flint 
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